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MANUEL LISA
ONE OF THE EARLIEST TRADERS
ON THE MISSOURI RIVER

Among the early trappers and fur traders of the west,
the Chouteaus, the Sublettes, the Bents, Ashley, Fitzpatrick,
Bridger, W,veth, some of Astor's ag~nts, Captain Bonneville and others are well known and should be, for, considering their deeds in unexplored country and combatting
obstacles of many kinds, these men were giants in their
day. But one of the earliest traders and post-builders was
Manuel Lisa. He is a man that we today seldom hem'.
about, but in his day he was one of the boldest and most
enterprising.
:M;anuel Lisa was born of Spanish parentage in New
Orleans about the year 1772. Of his early life there is
little on record. At the age of twenty he was trading on
the Mississippi and its tributaries, He came to St. Louis
in 1798 and that year entered into a contract with Roubidoux; one of the old Indian 'traders.
He early showed his aggressive spirit by joining with
others in a protest to Governor Trudeau, against the monopoly granted and enjoyed by a few giving them control of
the Indian trade of the Missouri. The Chouteaus were
about the only' ones not affected by this arrangement;
they were old on the river and too well established. In
fact they were a small monopoly in themselves. The peti.
tion for granting open trade had no result. With the trans-
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fer of the territory to the United States this monopoly
collapsed.
A little later, Lisa and two others obtained from the
Spanish government the exclusive right to trade with the
Osage Indians. For a number of years this trade had been
controlled by the Chouteaus, and their influence was so
strong that on Lisa's appoilltment they were able to induce
a large part of the triQe t61eave the Missouri and move oyer
to the Arkansas River where the former were strongly
entrenched. This action caused a split in the Osage Nation that took some time to heal. Lisa held the grant only
one year,
We next hear of Lisa in trouble. He was always a
.man strong in his convictions, -and never afraid to attack
even the mighty. For a strong letter of complaint to the
Spanish Governor Delassus, the last of that succession,
he was put in the calaboose for a time.
With the ending of his monopoly of the Osage trade,
Lisa ~st his eyes towards Santa Fe. With wise foresight
he saw the prospect of rich trade with the Spanish Provinces and this was amply justified later when the Santa Fe
Trail became a great avenue to market. The new American
governor, Gen. James Wilkinson, always an enemy of Lisa,
successsfully thwarted his plans. He somehow learned of
Lisa's intentions and in a letter to Captain Zebulon M.
Pike then on his famous exploring expedition to the southwest, he called Lisa an intriguer and outlining his plans, ordered Pike to take "all prudent and lawful means to blow
them up." It may be possible that Wilkinson feared to have
Lisa reach Santa Fe, for once there, speaking the language
and mingling with the officials, he might learn something
of the governor's intrigues.
In 1806 Lewis and qark returned from their historic
journey to the Pacific and the news they brought caused
the eyes of the St. Louis traders to wander up the Missouri
River. The headwaters of this river were a virgin field
for the taking of furs and peltries and one of the first to
grasp the importance of this fact was Manuel Lisa.
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Fur was the incentive of much of the early exploration and advance. It was the first article of trade of all
the early western towns and cities. st. Louis was founded
by Laclede Ligoust as a depot and headquarters for trade
with the Indians who were the big ~atherers of fur, and
to this day the city ranks high as a center of the fur trade.
Fur was the principal business of the day and all the big
men were in it in one form or another. Even before the
coming of Laclede, French C01J,1"CU1'S de bois and half-breed
whites had pushed up the Missouri and its tributaries at
least as far as Kansas City and possibly beyond. After
1764 a greater number pressed farther into the interior.
While Lisa was not the first trader to go up the river,
he was the first to realize tHat the men before him were
doing big business on a small scale, and to see the possibilities of doing big business by having permanent posts in
the country and carrying large stocks of goods. This required capital and this he was able to command.
In 1807 Lisa with one keelboat and outfit made his
first trip up the Missouri. Near the Platte River it was
his good fortune to meet a man who had made the journey
with Lewis and Clark-John Colter,iand who was on his way
down the river. Colter had been in the country where
Lisa was anxious to trade, and this making him an important man to have, Lisa offered him inducements and
persuaded him to turn back and face the wilderness once
more.
Above the friendly Omahas, Lisa had to pass the country of six or seven tribes which might prove hostile, and
on this trip trouble was had with the Arikaras, Mandans
and Assiniboines. However a show of force with two of
them and persuasion with the other, got him by safely.
Two other expeditions started up the river shortly
after Lisa left St. Louis. One under the command of Ensign Pryor who was escorting back to his village the Mandan Chief Shehaka, who had been brought down to St.
Louis the previous year by Lewis and Clark; the other,
a trading venture in charge of Pierre Chouteau. This
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united party had a fight with the Arikaras and were compelled to return. to St. Louis. It was claimed that Lisa
had instigated the Indians in this affair. Remembering
the treatment he had received from the Chouteaus in his
dealings with the Osage, possibly he was interested in
blocking Pierre, who returned to St. Louis in high dudgeon.
This first expedition was known as that of Lisa and
Druillard, the latter the "Drewyer" of the Lewis and Clark
expedition. Their first post was built at the mouth of the
Big Horn River and was known under different names,
but "Fort Manuel" and "Fort Lisa" were the most familiar.
This was the first permanent house built in what was
afterwards the State of Montana, and Lisa was the first
settler in the state. However a mistake was made in establishing a post at this point. The intention was to trade
with the Blackfeet, the big gatherers of fur, but settling
in the country of the Crows the others took umbrage, and
partly from fear of the Crows refused to come to trade.
The winter was spent at thE' new post and during the
time Colter was sent out to find the Blackfeet and induce
them to come in and trade, and it W'aS on this memorable
trip that he discovered the wonders of the Yellowstone
Park which in disbelief and derision were called "Colter's
Hell."
On the whole Lisa was successful in this his first venture on the upper river and on his return to St. Louis the
result was exploited. His competitors and rivals, and
among UllOm tbe Chouteaus, quickly recognized the fDd
that this bold and resourceful man was one to be reckoned
with, and with good business judgment, rather than oppose
him, they organized the St. Louis Missouri Fur Company
and Lisa was made a partner.
On Lisa's next trip in 1809 he returned to his village
the Mandan Chief Shehaka, wife and child. Posts were
built at the village of the Gras Ventres and at the Three
Forks of the Missouri in the midst of the Blackfoot country. This latter on account of the hostility of the Indians
was abandoned in about a year or two. The Blackfeet were
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the most troublesome of I3.ll the Indians. They would be
met with in various parts. of the country and this led to
the opinion that they were a very large tribe and occupied
a big home section, but this was not H fact; they were
great travelers and while after horses, buffalo or on the
war path, might be met with hundreds of miles from the
head waters of the Missouri, thus giving this impression.
The expedition of 1810 was not a successful one.
George Druillard, a very capable man, had been killed by
the Indians and the posts at the Big Horn and the Forks
abandoned. The Indians were very troublesome and Major
Andrew Henry went to the western slope of the mountains
in hope of trapping unmolested.
The expedition of the following year is notable for
the great race up the river. The Indians were showing
sigl1s of hostility possibly urged by British emissaries, and
as .the Astoria Overland Party under the leadership of
Wilson Price Hunt was going up the river Lisa was anxious
to travel with them for mutual protection. Some friction
arose between the two leaders and Hunt, and some others
with him recalling that it was claimed that Lisa was responsible for the failure of Pierre Chouteau's venture a
couple of years before, made a start a good two weeks
ahead of him. Lisa, notwithstanding his big handicap,
with one keelboat manned by a picked crew, made an heroic
effort and caught up with Hunt just beyond the Sioux
territory. This ranks ,as one of the gleatest races in history; it lasted two months and twelve hundred miles were
covered. No trouble was experienced with the Indians and
the rival leaders patched up their differences. Luckily
there was an historian with each party to preserve the
story of the race and later, Washington Irving retold the
story in his classic "Astoria." Lisa picked up Major Henry
and his men who had returned from beyond the mountains
and returned to St. Louis.
By this time Lisa was a man of importance in St.
Louis. In the tax list for 1811 he stands among the few
that were assessed for over 2000 dollars. At that time
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there were but nineteen carriages of pleasure of which
he owned two. He was one of the organizers of what was
probably the first business bank but it proved a losing
venture and Lisa lost considerable money. Moses Austin
was an associate and it is claimed that the loss of his money
turned his thoughts to the scheme of coloni7irw Texas.
Later, Lisa in partnership with two others sbrted a steam
mill company. Lisa was never a single tracl". man; he was
always open to a business proposition.
In 1812 Lisa with two boats again went up the river,
and it was on this trip that Fort Lisa a few miles above
the present city of Omaha was built, and it remained an
important post for a long time. On the way up, the Arikaras through jealousy of the chiefs, becam(~ aggressive.
The women and children were ordered away from the boats
which was not a friendly sign. Lisa and his men prepared for trouble, but the leader was not a man to sit
tight. With ten men he went ashore and sent for the chiefs
to explain their conduct. It was a matter of some recei '!ing' presents and others none. They were also desirous of
having a trading post established with them. Agreement
was arrived at, matters were adjusted and all was peace
again.
Four or five parties were sent out to trade with various tribes and one under Charles Sanguinet was sent to
the Arkansas River to trade with the Arapaho Indians.
This in reality was only part of the scheme. They were
to try and get in touch with the Spanish traders from
the south and were fortified with a letter to the Spanish. *
Two years previously, Lisa had sent out a party with the
same intentions and no word having been haLi of them,
it was part of the errand of this later party to locate the
missing ones. Some of the men in this first party never
returned. The time was not ripe for trading with the
Spanish and nothing came of the effort. Some men of
* For this letter, see Bolton, H. E., "New Light on Manuel Lisa and the Spanish
Fur Trade," Southuestern Historical Quart(;l'ly, XVII, 61-66.-Ed:
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another patty were taken by the Spanish and held prisoners
for ten years.
On this trip Lisa had a journal-keeping clerk, Luttig
by name, who wintered in the country and who gives us
a glimpse of Sakakawea, the Shoshone woman, the wife of
Charboneau, who guided Lewis and Clark on their memorable journey across the Rockies. The woman died of
"putrid fever" that winter.
Reading old journals of fur-trading days gives some
idea of the amount of game at that time. In journeying
up the river and after leaving the settlements, hunters
were put ashore every day and numbers of deer, elk, bear
and (farther up) buffalo were killed for food. Brackenridge, who made the voyage up the river in 1811, tells
about seeing several thousand buffalo in a frightful battle
among themselves. "The noise grew to a tremendous roaring, such as to deafen us."
While Lisa was away on this voyage, at a meeting of
the company he was dropped as a director and changes were
made in the arrangements of the company. However,
on Lisa's return the following year, it was decided to dissolve the company. Lisa's enemies were in the majority
and had their way.
War with Great Britian had been declared while Lisa
was up the river, but on his return he offered his services
and was appointed a captain of an infantry company. He
also became active in town affairs and was made a bridge
commissioner.
On the dissolution of the company, Lisa formed an
association with Captain Theodore Hunt, a fellow bridge
commissioner, and boats were sent I up the river, but d:(1
account of the war and the unrest of the Indians, trade
was declining. The increasing number of traders was a
contributing cause. The fur business remained in a languishing condition for a matter of ten years but up to the
time of his death, Lisa could always command his big proportion of the trade.
Governor Clark with good judgment appointed Lisa
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sub-agent for the Indians on the Missouri and during the
war of 1812 this proved of inestimable value to the growing
nation and prevented the massacre and devastation of
many of the northern towns. Outside of possibly the
Chouteaus, no man had greater influence with the Indians
than Lisa. The northern Sioux through long association
with the British trading companies were naturally strongly attached to their cause and needed little urging to attack, but Lisa with adroitness and use of his "fine Spanish
hand" was able to detach the southern bands so that every
time the northern Indians started on a drive, runners would
reach them with the word that the others were marching
to attack their villages, obliging them to turn back and
making their attempts abortive.
The value of Lisa's services are best shown in a letter
to his son, by Joseph Renville, the British guide and interpreter with the Sioux during the war, part of which is as
follows;
During the was of 1812 the Americans from St. Louis
stirred up much trouble between the Tetons and the Santees,
and it seemed as if there was to be civil war in the Dakota
Confederacy. Manuel Lisa was the American Agent and
he set the Tetons against the Santees because the latter
supported the English. That is the reason the Santees
could not help the English more. Every time they started
out to go to the lakes and Canada, runners would come and
tell them that the Tetons were coming to destroy their
families and they were compelled to return to their homes
to protect their women and children. Lisa had his post
either on American Island, where Chamberlain now is, or
on Cedar Island .above the big bend of the Missouri. He
had a big post there and the Tetons were not nearly so
poor as were the Santees, for they had plenty of buffalo
meat and Lisa bought all their furs. Lisa was a very
smart man, and he managed things so that all of the money
and work of Dickson (the British agent) to get the Santees
to fight was lost. He got one of our men (Tamaha, the
one-eyed Sioux) to spy on his own people and let him know
all that was being done. Lisa was met several times after
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the war and he bo.asted about the way he managed the
Tetons.
An example of Lisa's standing with the Indians is
shown in his bringing to St. Louis in 1815 some forty-three
friendly chiefs and headmen for a visit and to make treaties.
It is a curious fact that throughout his business career,
Lisa was beset with enemies and rivals. But in no deal
or controversy was he ever worsted. He also had life-long
friends such as Governor Clark and other important men,
and men remained in his employ year after year. Immel,
who "vas one of his best traders remained with him up to
his death. Li"a was suspected and accused of various things
slwh as instigating the Indians against rival traders, but
honest investigation fails to show any basis for tne claims.
That the man was a Spaniard and very successful, had
much to do with this pronounced jealousy. Genel'al Ashley
in 1822, either by raising the caches or bribing his men,
obtained the furs belonging to Peter Skeen Ogden of the
Rri'.'sh Northwest Company and th!:'3 12.id the foundation
of his fortune. A similar act on the part of Lisa the
Spaniard would have beeH execrated, but in the other it
was merely. considered sharp practice.
Lisa resigned his agency ~n 1817 and in his letter to
Governor Clark declared himself and protested agai:lst
certain calumnies which usually attach to successful men.
Someone has written that Lewis and Clark were the
trail-makers and Lisa the trade-maker. The former laid
the foundation of scientific geographic exploration of the
far west, and the latter the foundation of a great industry.
All of Lisa's expeditions were attended by disc(}v~ries.
There was no Indian village of importance on the Missouri
at which he did not at some time have a trading-post or
fort.
Lisa was an all-around man and Brackenridge in his
famous journal describes him as "a man of bold and daring character, with an energy and spirit of enterprise
like that of Cortez or Pizarro. There is no one better
acquainted with the Indian character and trade, and few
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are his equals in persevering indefatigable industry." In
trading with the Indians or passing through their country
he always displayed great judgment. When promises or
presents would suffice, they were freely given; if a show
of force was the only way out, it was promptly offered.
His life was threatened many times by both whites and
reds, but he proved a fearless man and never fpjt the Heed
of ordering, as did Kenneth McKenzie at Fort Union, a
shirt of mail. Once on receiving word that the Sioux had
broken out in open hostility the men all looked glum and
dispirited, but not Lisa who would seize an oar or the helm,
make an encouraging speech, send around the grog and
raise the song.
Lisa had in all three wives, two white and one Mitain
the daughter of an Omaha chief. His last wife, of the
important Hempstead family and known as Aunt Manuel,
survived him a number of years. He had no children by
his white wives, but there were some by the other and the
strain was continued from that connection.
Lisa returned from his last trip in April, 1820, and
in August of that year passed away.
By his labor and enterprise, Lisa had risen to a hjgh
position in St. Louis and was second to none in big business and the affairs of that day. Had he lived a few more
years and his plans been fulfilled, he would have achieved
great riches, but the end coming rather suddenly, he probably left little in the way of quick assets.
Coming to St. Louis a comparative stranger where
the families were closely related and quickly jumping to
a position of prominence in the principal industry of the
day, had much to do with the envy and antagonism which
quickly attached to him. He was a leader, never a follower, and with definite objects in view, he hewed in
straight lines. No man ever worked harder, and Colonel
Chittenden estimates that in his journeys up the Missouri
he traveled at least 26,000 miles, and this on a river difficult of navigation.
Many men who have done less in the way of industry
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and service to the country have been honored in one way
or another, and it remains for the State of Missouri to
awaken to this knowledge and redeem its neglect by a
memorial of some importance to Manuel Lisa, the man
who did heroic work in the upbuilding of the state in its
youth.
In writing this article I have made use of the written
words of Bnackenridge, Luttig, Chittenden and Douglas
and hereby make grateful acknowledgement.
CHARLES A. GIANINI
Poland.,
New York.

